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Introduction
The West Balkans in the past decade, following the collapse of communist systems and the disintegration of Yugoslavia, has made some successful steps towards Euro-Atlantic integration and institutional advances. However, the risks of regional conflicts and of state failure are likely to reappear as challenges requiring attention from the international community, particularly from the United States (US) and the European Union (EU).
Creating a stable security order in the region is likely to remain a major challenge for West Balkans countries, as well as for Western governments in the coming decades.
Kosovo seems to remain the Achilles heel to regional stability. While Kosovo independence seems inevitable, there is great concern that Kosovar and Serbian interethnic relations will possibly grow more unsteady, with the possibility of unwanted effects in Macedonia and Bosnia-Herzegovina (BiH). Sarajevo will continue to require the presence of NATO and EU security forces and, along with the newly independent state of Montenegro, continue to call for assistance in building democratic institutions.
Regardless of significant progress on domestic reforms, Macedonia, Albania, and to a lesser extent Croatia, need to undertake more efforts to fight corruption, organized crime, and market disorder.
Membership initiatives with NATO and the EU are the major incentives of progress for the region. Therefore, these inducements remain the primary means for enhancing Balkan stability today. The EU's Stability Pact for South Eastern Europe plays, as well, a critical role for fostering regional cooperation and supporting EuroAtlantic integration of the regional countries.
A variety of regionally based initiatives also seek to encourage closer coordination between the Balkan states themselves. Among these initiatives are: the South East European Cooperative Initiative (SECI), the Southeast European Defense Ministerial (SEDM), Black Sea Economic Cooperation (BSEC), the Central European Initiative (CEI), and the South East Europe Co-operation Process (SEECP). Widening these initiatives to all West Balkan states and extending their coverage to other important non-defense components such as interior and treasury ministries and security and law enforcement agencies, would create the necessary conditions for advancing Balkan regional cooperation.
These various cooperative initiatives are mutually reinforcing and an important-indeed essential-complement to international efforts to build regional stability. However, the strategy of Euro-Atlantic integration of the entire region, led by NATO and the EU, remains crucial to maintaining stability and preventing a brewing conflict.
Balkan Geopolitics and the West Balkans
The term Balkans is derived "from Persian through Turkish, originally referring to a high house or mountain. It was incorporated into the phrase 'Balkan Peninsula' by the German geographer Johann August Zeune in 1808 to call attention to the area's mountainous terrain, but did not come into common use until the mid-19th century." 1 The Balkans as a region represents, due to its geopolitical position, in the past as well as today, a specific crossroads between the West and the East, and the North and the South. That is why researchers have written about it as a link as well as a gap between the worlds, as a house built in the middle of the road. Such a geographic position gave the Balkans its transition function. It is the territory passed through by numerous armies from the Crusades or earlier until today. It is on this territory that two great wars were fought in the 20th century. The Balkans has also been a pathway of numerous traders and travel writers. The Balkans has traditionally been characterized by political instability and turmoil.
In the 19th century, the region was the object of Great Power rivalry and resurgent nationalism, as Russia, Austria-Hungary, and Britain sought to exploit the political vacuum caused by the deterioration of the Ottoman Empire to expand their influence in the region. This rivalry exacerbated local tensions and directly contributed to the outbreak of World War I. In the post-Cold War period the Balkans again emerged as a source of instability and concern. The disintegration of Yugoslavia and the collapse of communism in southeastern Europe have led to an upsurge of political instability and conflict throughout the region.
What is the West Balkans?
Once the Bosnian war was brought to an end in 1995, the motivation for defining a new regional grouping emerged. December 2007, following the troika failure to achieve success, the UN Security Council ended its attempt to resolve the status of Kosovo, leaving Kosovo exhausted after nearly two decades of isolation, war and political limbo.
In response to the aggravating situation in Kosovo, the NATO Secretary-General Agreements (SAA), which were to be concluded once EU conditions were met.
Regarded as the centerpiece of SAP, the SAAs were, once signed, to be considered the first formal step in the EU accession process, to be followed eventually by candidacy 'absorption capacity' could be used as a convenient excuse by those whose real target is stopping Turkish accession. Given the fact that the Euro-Atlantic membership process is taking so long, there is growing frustration among the population, questioning the credibility of the process itself: do NATO and the EU really want us in? Maintaining the credibility of integration prospects is very important, otherwise security in the Balkans could be severely undermined. Some nations might be tempted to move in unhelpful directions as corruption, organized crime and ethnic tensions will regain much wider terrain and the reforms will slow down.
The Kosovo issue is certainly the biggest concern for the region and furthermore, how it is handled has major implications for the region's relations with both the US and Russia, for internal EU unity, and for the stability of the whole European region.
Russia is going to veto any decision on Kosovo made by the US and EU that is not On the other hand, Kosovo is de facto independent. Any form of status under Serbian rule will be harshly opposed by more than 90% of the population in Kosovo.
Moreover, partition of Kosovo is the worst case scenario, as it could result in a reopening of the Preshevo Valley insurgency. Albanian demands that the Preshevo valley in Southern Serbia be united with Kosovo, to compensate for the loss of the towns of Mitrovica and Leposavic, would be problematic. The present status quo in Kosovo (where the economy is in chaos, unemployment reaches 50% of the working force, foreign investments are almost absent, and the future is uncertain), is intolerable.
It will lead to disorder in a short-term period, as hardliners will lead the people to riots to undermine both the Kosovo leadership and UNMIK.
The Road to Maintain Stability
There is a general (regional and international) understanding that the Kosovo question, if not addressed in time, will inflict instability not only in Kosovo, but in all the Balkans. Therefore, a long-term solution of the Kosovo issue becomes the primary task for the international community, especially for the US and the EU, as the largest contributors to regional security and stability.
Kosovo's status is a European issue and has to be solved within a European Union context. The status process has to involve both Belgrade and Pristina moving towards EU and NATO membership, a process that would ease misgivings on both sides. Nevertheless, it is critical for the United States to remain engaged on the final status issue-and not continue a process of shifting the burden of the Balkans to
Europe. The US is the only acceptable supplier of security guarantees to Kosovo Albanians, and the Balkan region, and has credibility as a world power that the EU cannot match.
A realistic assessment of the range of possibilities for the final status of Kosovo must take into account the fact that most of Kosovo is de facto independent. Therefore, the negotiations must be centered on how to legitimately make the independence permanent, to guarantee that independence will be achieved peacefully, and to result in prosperity and security for all the inhabitants of Kosovo. The Ahtisaari plan seems the best solution in the circumstances because it provides the maximum rights for Serbs in a monitored independent Kosovo.
The International Community, led by the US, must be more energetic and move quickly to reach a Kosovo status definition. This will discredit any Russian attempt to enable instability in the region or inflict division within the EU, in order to regain its former geopolitical influence. The US and EU must warn Albanians that the Serbs or Serb properties in Kosovo must be protected, and any disregard in this direction will discredit their cause and will take away Western support for their self determination. To sum up, well coordinated ends, ways and means of NATO and EU strategies on the Balkans, integrated with regional initiatives, provide an indispensable framework of principles and a roadmap for the West Balkans in their course toward Euro-Atlantic integration. This roadmap is crucial to avoid ambiguity, regional instability, and to prevent a possible backslide into conflict.
